283
Kedah has one of the highest rates of elderly population in the country. Data was collected by trained research assistants. Besides the baseline demographic information, blood pressure was measured using standardised methods using a manual sphygmomanometer.
Results
The response rate was 97.7%. The prevalence of hypertension among the elderly in these villages was 54.5% (228), 118 (28.2%) were known to be hypertensive and 
Conclusion
Screening the elderly for hypertension will benefit this group of people by reducing the morbidity and mortality associated with this condition Key Words Elderly, hypertension, rural, Malaysia.
What this study adds: 1. There is a high prevalence of undetected cases of hypertension among the elderly Malays living in rural communities.
2. There is a high prevalence of uncontrolled blood pressure among the elderly Malays with known hypertension.
3. Employment is an important factor associated with hypertension among the elderly Malays.
Background
The proportion of older persons rose to 10% of the world population in the year 2000 and it is projected that in the next 50 years this figure will double. 1 The population of Malaysia is 25 million and is made up of several ethnic groups, comprising mostly of Malays and other indigenous groups. 2 Due to improved health, longer life expectancy,
Prevalence of hypertension among the elderly Malays living in rural Malaysia
Rashid AK 1 Azizah AM 2 1. Penang Medical College 2. Penang State Health Department low mortality as well as declining fertility, it is expected that by the year 2020, almost 10% of Malaysia's population will be 60 years and above. 3 Although ageing is a natural process it would be wrong to conclude that the diseases that accompany it are also natural and should be excluded from medical attention.
Ageing is neither a disease nor disability. The prevalence of many diseases increases with age and many are asymptomatic at least in the early stages, hence it is not surprising that there is a large burden of undetected disease in the elderly. 4 Although hypertension is common among the elderly, geriatrics is an emerging specialty in Malaysia, thus there has been relatively little research in this area to date.
However there is evidence from other countries that hypertension is an important problem in the elderly causing a large amount of morbidity and mortality in this group.
Therefore the objective of this study was to determine the prevalence of hypertension among the elderly Malays living in rural parts of north Malaysia because there has not been a similar study conducted on elderly Malays in rural
Malaysia. This study is an extension of an earlier study conducted in 14 villages in north Malaysia. 15 In a study in France, 62.0% of the elderly population were found to be hypertensive. 16 Similar high prevalence rates were reported in other European countries such as England (80.5%) 12 and
Greece (89.0%). 17 In central Malaysia the prevalence of hypertension among those aged 55 years and above living in 18 a community was shown to be 25.6% and 51.1% among
Discussion
The prevalence of hypertension in this study was very high and the control of blood pressure among the known hypertensive was poor. Generally the prevalence of hypertension in an urban adult population is between 15-35% but it is lower in rural Asian populations. 9 Prevalence of hypertension in the Asia Pacific region ranges from 5-47% in men and 7-38% in women. 10 Based on the Malaysian National Health and Morbidity survey III (NHMS III) 11 the national prevalence of hypertension was 32.3%. In the same survey it was noted that most were unaware they were hypertensive while the blood pressure of the known hypertensive was not controlled.
In general, the prevalence of hypertension increases with age. 12 The high prevalence of hypertension in the elderly may be attributed to age-related poor vascular compliance of the large arteries, which subsequently contributes to isolated systolic hypertension and widened pulse pressure. 13 The high prevalence of hypertension among the elderly was also noted in studies conducted abroad. In those living in an old folks home. 19 The prevalence of hypertension in this study is comparable with the finding of another study which was conducted in northern Malaysia where the prevalence of hypertension among the elderly was shown to be 58.3%. 8 This difference in the prevalence rates in different regions of the country is similar to a
Chinese study where the prevalence of hypertension was found to be higher in northern regions than in southern regions. 20 The blood pressure variations could possibly be due to the economic development and affluence in different regions.
In this study, 37.6% of those diagnosed with hypertension were unaware of their condition. This finding is similar with that of the NHMS III 11 , which found that most patients were unaware they had hypertension. Hypertension is not usually detected due to a lack of screening and the absence of overt symptoms. 21 Health screening is an important aspect of health promotion and disease prevention in people over 60 years. Screening for hypertension can decrease morbidity and improve quality of life in an ageing population. 22 Older people gain greater absolute benefits from effective treatments because of the higher risk. Early pharmacological treatment of hypertension in the elderly can effectively reduce morbidity and mortality from cardiovascular diseases and stroke. 25 Malnutrition, especially that resulting in obesity, is a recognised risk factor for hypertension. The risk of hypertension has even been associated with BMI as low as 23 to 25kg/m2. 9, 26, 27 In a study in Taiwan, a logistic regression model showed a higher probability of hypertension among elderly Taiwanese with greater BMI. 28 However, because the study design is cross-sectional it is unclear if the malnutrition is a cause of hypertension or secondary to it.
Socioeconomic factors are known risk factors for cardiovascular diseases. Hypertension has been associated with social class which can best be measured using occupation. 29 Employment history 30, 31 has been shown to be associated with hypertension. It is possible that better occupational opportunities provide better health access.
Most of those with better occupations are those with higher education which can influence lifestyle, dietary habits and physical exercise by increasing the awareness of the effects of good health. Marriage has been shown to be a protective factor towards hypertension. This is consistent with some reports that indicate psychosocial factors affecting biological, neuroendocrine and immune systems. 32 Studies have shown that being single or a widow as one of the cardiovascular risk factors. 33, 34 Conclusion
There are high rates of undetected hypertension among the elderly. Screening the elderly for hypertension will benefit this group of people by reducing the morbidity and mortality associated with this condition and improving their quality of life
